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The  paper  is  concerned  with  the  process  of  SMEs’  insertion  into  innovation  projects  within 




In  this  perspective,  the  article  analyse  the  front‐end  process  of  territorial  inter‐organizational 
innovation,  i.e.  the  early  stage  during  which  partners  negotiate  and  establish  collaborative 
innovation projects. Rather than investigating how clusters facilitate the access to new resources 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A  significant  amount  of  studies  has  been  developed  on  geographical  clusters  during  the  last 












SME’s  internal  learning  and  innovation  processes.  Cooperation  also  represent  fors  SMEs  a 
significant  way  to  find  new  market  opportunities  and  update  their  knowledge  (Huet,  2006). 
Nevertheless,  among  reports  and  studies  at  national  and  European  levels  cooperation  as  an 
engine of innovation is assumed rather than questioned (Huet and Lazaric, 2008) 
 
The  paper  is  concerned  with  the  process  of  SMEs’  insertion  into  innovation  projects  within 
regional  clusters.  The  objective  is  to  contribute  to  a  better  understanding  of  this  process  by 
examining the underlying mechanisms of territorial innovation dynamics. A particular attention is 
given to the front‐end process of territorial inter‐organizational innovation, i.e. the early stage 
during  which  partners  negotiate  and  establish  collaborative  innovation  projects.  Rather  than 
investigating  how  clusters  facilitate  the  access  to  new  resources  and  knowledge,  the  crucial 
question here is how clusters allow the combination of different component of knowledge among 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the  benefit  of  geographical  proximity  of  firms  is  found  in  knowledge  spillovers  advantages 







larger  periphery  of  weak  ties.  While  weak  ties  speed  up  innovation  by  expanding  network 
diversity, strong ties stimulate knowledge transfer as well as protection of inter‐organizational 
settings. In the same line of thought, Owen‐Smith and Powell (2004) distinguish two types of links: 
“open  channels”  or  more  proprietary  conduits.  The  innovative  capabilities  of  networks  also 
depend on the position of actors in the network. Powell, Koput, and Smith‐Doerr, 1996 show the 
importance of being central to the network; centrality here refers to the number and importance 
of  strategic  alliances  that  connect  organizations.  Owen‐Smith  and  Powell  (2004)  enrich  these 














social  relations  territorially  embedded.  The  embeddedness  structure  derives  from  untraded 
interdependencies (He, 2006; Bathelt, 2008) and face‐to‐face interaction. In fact as claimed by 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continuous  update  of  this  information;  intended  and  unanticipated  learning  processes  in 













that,  in  the  cluster  organizational  context,  social  interaction  may  also  enact  identification 





However,  as  stated  by  Staber  (2010)  about  cluster  identity,  if  the  local  character  of  tacit 
knowledge may be an explanation to the decision of a firm to co‐locate in a cluster, “this does not 
mean that they will all strongly associate with the cluster or that they will closely cooperate”. The 













knowledge  base  highlights  the  role  of  geographical  proximity  altogether  with  other  types  of 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This  issue  is  also  expressed  in  research  on  the  degree  of  similarity  or  complementarity  of 
companies’  knowledge  base  (Rogers,  1983).  Boschma  (2005)  explains  that  people  sharing  the 
same  knowledge  base  may  learn  from  each  other:  this  cognitive  proximity  is  a  condition  to 






more  difficult  it  can  be  transmitted.  When  the  knowledge  base  is  highly  complex  knowledge 
mainly flows between some firms only, while others may remain cognitively isolated from the 







This  third  main  aspect  of  the  cognitive  dimension  of  interaction  regards  the  combination  of 
knowledge. Clusters are mainly viewed as channels for diffusion of knowledge. Nevertheless, scant 
research  deal  with  cluster  as  a  lever  for  the  combination  of  knowledge  within  effective 
collaborations as it is the case for localised innovation projects. Yet, knowledge association is 






combinative  complexity  raises  the  need  for  critical  interfaces  that  hold  the  know‐how  of  the 
different possible combination of knowledge. 
This distinction between two types of knowledge complexity has been analysed in the literature 
on  innovation  in  the  works  of  Henderson  and  Clark  (1990).  The  authors  assume  that  the 







of  architectural  knowledge  have  been  conceptualise  in  the  literature  but  with  other  terms 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and  economic  potential  to  present  their  R&D  and  innovation  capacities,  the  nature  of  actors 
existing  in  the  region,  as  well  as  their  involvement  or  potentiality  of  involvement  in  global 
innovative networks. Once a region succeeds in getting the Pole label, they are able to ask for R&D 
projects funding. Indeed, the Pole has been defined as a “forum for the creation of collective 
innovation  projects”  between  companies  and  research  centres.  The  ultimate  end  is  to  create 














develop  the  microelectronic  sector.  Three  main  firms  are  nowadays  located  in  the  cluster: 
STMicroelectronics, ATMEL, and GEMALTO (former Gemplus) and constitute one of the main pool 
of microelectronic activity in Europe. On the other hand, in the French Riviera, near by Nice, a 
second  cluster  emerged  in  the  context  of  the  French  Government’s  1980’s  strategy  of 
decentralisation  of  activities  to  the  benefit  of  regions.  This  has  given  rise  to  Sophia‐Antipolis 












base.  The  Pole  SCS’  ambition  is  to  foster  the  convergence  between  four  different  sectors: 
microelectronics, telecommunications, software and multimedia existing in both clusters. In fact, 
the  Pole  has  been  founded  on  the  idea  to  go  beyond  these  4  different  activities  in  order  to 
federate  the  complementarities  of  actors  throughout  the  added  value  chain.  The  idea  is  to 
combine competences from silicon to uses, and from the conception of the product to the market. 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grounded  approach  by  following  established  research  practice  (Goia,  1994;  Nag  et  al,  2007; 
Siggelkow, 2007). This method gives an important role to the informants’ experience and their 























of  actors,  their  location  and  the  type  of  project.  Quantitative  data  were  collected  for  an 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three  parts.  They  usually  founded  their  answers  on  their  experience  in  the  territory  and  the 
















data  to  collect.  Moreover  such  technique  facilitates  the  process  of  identification  of  the  main 
dimensions emerging from the data and provides the basis for the set up of a data structure 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the  knowledge  base  of  the  cluster  (Variety,  Consistency,  Similarity,  Complementarity, 
Formalisation). Then, we focused on localised innovation projects (Type of project, Role of key 
actors of localised projects, Role of large companies), we also focused on some main elements of 














differing  modes  of  integration  of  SMEs.  The  two  dynamics  have  been  captured  through  the 
analysis of the type of LIPs. The main interesting results came from whether the projects were 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clusters  (Inter  cluster).  First  for  inter  and  intra  clusters  projects  for  the  whole  Pole  and  then 
second,  for  inter  and  intra  clusters  projects  initiated  by  SMEs.  In  both  situations:  projects 
regardless of the type of initiators, and projects specifically initiated by SMEs, it emerged that 
most projects participants are working with partners from the same cluster. Few projects are inter 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The  first  column  focuses  on  the  cluster  pattern  of  interaction.  The  Hub‐and‐spoke  metaphor 






in  technical  competencies  related  to  microelectronics.”  The  centrality  of  a  few  large  firms 
(Gemplus,  STMicroelectronics  and  Atmel)  and  the  presence  of  complementary  small  firms 
supplying them, characterise the pattern of interaction in MRG cluster.  
MNFs’  needs  have  underpinned  the  emergence  of  a  whole  networks  of  SMEs  specialised  in 
supporting activities.  Their direct needs are addressed by specialised complementary specialised 
SMEs such as those developing smartcards designs and applications specific to Gemplus’ needs. 
But  MNFs’  needs  are  also  addressed  by  SMEs  that  decide  to  position  themselves  on 
complementary  services  for  foundries  (Manufacturing  fabs)  such  as  production  machines  or 
chemical products for the maintenance of equipments. As underlined by the Director of ARCSIS: 

























and  local  interdependence,  as  described  above.  The  specialisation  of  the  cluster  fosters 
complementary  actors  in  the  microelectronics  sector,  and  specifically  in  the  microelectronic 
manufacturing process. This leads to a diversified but consistent knowledge base. As claims the 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the  actors  of  NSA  cluster  exhibit  a  lot  of  similarity.  And  yet,  in  some  cases,  there  could  be 
complementarity, but the complementarity is only potential, not effective.  
NSA fosters a wide variety of actors acting in multiple sectors but at the same time no linkages 







Clearly,  the  MNFs  and  SMEs  are  not  working  together  on  the  local  basis.  There  are  indeed 




















software  field  we  have  an  access  to  a  worldwide  network,  while  in  the  microelectronic  field 
companies need to be nearby to be able to work. People from the software field and with whom I 
am working have the ambition to become world leaders and not only followers of large influencing 
firms  of  the  region.  They  would  certainly  work  with  large  firms  but  with  the  goal  to  have 
references and to be leader. So it is really not the same way of thinking at all!” 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the  NSA  cluster  is  characterised  by  a  diversified  knowledge  base  including  software, 





















Logic  an  SME  that  became  the  leading  provider  of  open,  secure  software  for  smart  cards, 
terminals & consumer devices, and creates the foundations for converging digital services at the 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Trusted  Logic  is  involved  in  7  different  projects  fostered  by  the  Pole  of  competitiveness,  for 













deeply  investigated  the  area  of  activity  addressed  gaining  an  exhaustive  view  of  his  possible 
contribution to the value chain. The director even claims that the company has two main areas of 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who  hold  three  types  of  knowledge:  technical  knowledge  incorporate  in  the  product  or  the 




the  situation  of  limited  resources  and  time.  And  architectural  knowledge  allow  to  master 
simultaneous knowledge of heterogeneous actors, their expertise, the company’s contribution 
and the identification of market needs. Thus, architectural knowledge requires high qualifications 
and  skills  “Because  those  who  have  the  mission  to  combine  frequently  have  an  academic 
background with high qualifications, they need to be able to discuss in a complex or uncertain 
environment. We talk about innovation and of things that don’t exist yet. So we are no longer in 


















threatened  by  forest  fires.  Portable  sensors  are  installed  in  sensitive  zones,  which  collect 
information for transmission to a remote location through a highly secured system for further 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draws  on  a  local  collaborative  strategy.  SMEs  work  with  local  partners,  and  need  a  strong 
collaborative  strategy  to  go  beyond  the  difficulties  of  combining  expertise  and  identify 
applications.  In  order  to  integrate  into  this  second  type  of  LIPs,  SMEs  has  to  possess  strong 
technical and managerial knowledge. In addition, they need to invest in the coproduction of an 










ambition  to  have  an  influence  on  the  progress  of  global  research.  Therefore  the  design  of 
academic  projects  is  totally  global.  Furthermore,  this  type  of  project  is  directly  related  to  a 
modular system with independent actors developing an innovation that could be divided into a 
group of sub innovations that other academics can arrange into various combinations according to 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company.  As  a  consequence,  they  don’t  need  to  get  involved  in  LIPs.  Instead,  they  need  to 
commercialise their innovation and put their research activity on standby. “At the moment, our 




already  have  a  portfolio  of  academics  contacts  and  are  well  inserted  in  academics  networks. 
Rather, through the cluster, they search for business contacts: “I have a very good academic 
network thanks to my PhD Degree but it is thanks to the pole programme that today, I have 





SMEs’  integration  into  local  innovation  projects  is  closely  related  to  the  type  of  territorial 
innovation  dynamics  fostered  by  the  cluster.  The  role  of  architectural  knowledge  in  these 
dynamics is particularly important. Our data in the study of Pole SCS shed the light on the role of 
architectural  knowledge  and  suggest  that,  as  a  matter  of  fact,  cluster’s  type  of  innovation 
dynamics  is  actually  closely  linked  to  architectural  knowledge,  in  such  a  manner  that  their 
existence or absence affect the ways SMEs get involved into local innovation projects. This part, 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and  on  locating  members  in  a  dense  social  network  of  overlapping  affiliation  and  obligations 






These  actors,  by  coordinating  activities  support  the  mechanisms  of  knowledge  combination. 
However,  these  mechanisms  are  complex;  indeed,  the  collective  achievement  to  align 
heterogeneous actors and technologies in an innovation process is based on the development of 
architectural  knowledge  (Anderson  et.  al.,  2008).  Our  case  reveals  the  role  of  architectural 
knowledge in local innovation processes. 
According to Henderson and Clark (1990) when a set of core design concepts corresponding to the 
major  functions  performed  by  the  product,  as  well  as  the  product’s  architecture  is  stable, 
dominant design is defined. In the same line, cluster with a specific value chain is characterized by 
a dominant design when architectural knowledge and relationships are stabilised, such as it is the 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capabilities.  Second  the  uncertainty  about  the  way  to  combine  the  diverse  knowledge 
components increase their difficulty when negotiating intellectual property and to anticipate the 
value added of the project, two main factors that considerably limit SMEs motivation.  
Finally,  global  projects  also  require  cognitive  capabilities  in  order  to  be  able  to  integrate  a 








we  did  not  describe  the  aspects  related  to  the  control  of  architectural  knowledge;  however 
architectural knowledge is a mean for innovation and control (Andersson & alii, 2008). Third we 
did  not  analyze  the  link  between  SMEs  capabilities  to  create  or  co‐produce  architectural 
knowledge  and  the  education  of  SMEs’  managers.  Our  case  suggests  that  managers  able  to 
develop architectural knowledge are often doctors (holding a PhD). 
Notwithstanding, the approach taken in this paper, by examining the underlying mechanisms of 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